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WALKING PROGRAM SUCCESSFUL IN LOWERING BLOOD PRESSURE
FOR UNDERSTUDIED POPULATION- AFRICAN-AMERICAN WOMEN
DAYTON, Ohio - I t took only 10 weeks, a University of Dayton master's student and a
small group of volunteer women interested in their health to prove what doctors and
researchers had for the most part ignored - proving a directed aerobic walking program can
reduce high blood pressure for African-American women.
It's a significant milestone. Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death for
African-American women, accounting for about 65,000 deaths per year, and hypertension is a
risk factor. But African-American women make up less than 10 percent of participants in
studies for prevention of cardiovascular disease.
A research study by Reginald B. O'Hara on the effect of a walking program on blood
pressure response in African-American women is published in the current issue of the
American College of Sports Medicine's Health & Fitness Journal.
"There wasn't any research for fitness practitioners to follow when working with
African-American women at risk for hypertension," said O'Hara, who received his master of
science degree in exercise science from UD in December 1999. "At the most, researchers had
identified a lot of health problems in that community- hypertension, diabetes, delayed
diagnosis- yet no one said what the solution was. So we did a training study."
Fourteen women between the ages of 29 and 55 were chosen to take part. At the end of
the 10-week program, the four women previously diagnosed as hypertensive showed
"significantly decreased" resting systolic and diastolic blood pressure, and resting blood
pressure for the other 10 women also decreased. By the end of the program, each woman in the
study was walking continuously for 60 minutes and maintaining her pace at the higher ends of
her heart rate training zone.
Through social contacts, O'Hara had linked up in June 1999 with the Marantha Christian
Fellowship Church in Dayton. Truman L. Martin, pastor of the church, backed O'Hara's
proposal, and pre-assessment sessions started.
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"One of the keys to our success in keepihg the participants motivated was the support of
church leaders and of the women's families," O'Hara said. "Dr. Martin is very interested in
physical and mental fitness, and he'd come to our sessions to encourage the women and even
speak about it from the pulpit on Sundays."
Families joined in the project, too. Husbands and children joined the walking crew,
which provided additional support, O'Hara said.
Another key to keeping the participants motivated was the heart-rate monitors provided
for the research by Polar Electro. A band strapped around each woman's midriff sent data to a
wristwatch-like recorder. "I use one myself, so I know having a 'toy' that you can interact with
is almost like having a personal trainer," O'Hara said.
He established "moderately intensive" high and low parameters for each woman's
targeted heart-rate zone and set the monitors to beep if her rate exceeded or dropped below the
zone. After each walking session, data was downloaded into a PC unit and individual reports
were generated that displayed the amount of time each woman walked in the prescribed target
heart rate training zone. Out of the 14 women ih the program, 10 purchased their own monitor
for use in a continuing aerobic walking program.
Dianne Pettis, a nurse practitioner and one of the women diagnosed with hypertension
at the beginning of the study, has ceased taking her hypertension medication regularly on the
advice of her doctor. "Even a year after the program, my blood pressure is still down. I'm doing
fine now," she said.
Along with a handful of other women, she has formed a "Temple Builders" group at the
church to continue the emphasis on physical fitness. It's a support group that offers incentive
points for activities and encouragement for members. Pettis admits she hasn't been walking
regularly, but it's her task from the Temple Builders to work on that this month. "We're still
trying to work with people's schedules (to continue the walking program). We may decide to
go with three small groups rather than try to have one big group meet."
The structure of the project helped participants maintain enthusiasm, Pettis said.
"Reggie was motivating and excited and he taught us a lot of information. He showed us the
walking program was easy to follow and could fit into our lives. The support of the group was
really good, and we all were motivated to support Reggie's study."
O'Hara, who works as an exercise physiologist at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, said
several factors were instrumental in encouraging the women to start and continue the walking
program, including providing the service free and using the church as the central location.
-30For media interviews, contact Reggie b'Hara at (937) 257-9896 or via e-mail at
krohara@infinet.com; Dianne Pettis through the church at (937) 279-0913 or via her pager at
(937) 391-7331; and Truman Martin at (937) 279-0913. For a copy of the journal article, contact
Pam Huber at (937) 229-3241 or at huber@udayton.edu.

